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R489One year ago, JJ1 was Europe’s 
most famous mammal. The male 
brown bear, also known by the 
more amiable name of ‘Bruno’, 
had wandered into Southern 
Germany from the Trentino in 
Italy. The appearance of this 
charismatic animal in a region 
where the last bear had been seen 
and killed 170 years ago seemed 
to fit a trend. Over the past ten 
years, wolves, elks, beavers and 
lynxes have been highly publicised 
reappearances in Germany, in part 
While conservation successes and 
their sometime problems often 
make the news, the overall picture 




mammalsby themselves and in part through 
conservation efforts. So, on the 
face of it, mammals seem to be 
doing quite well in Central Europe.
However, a recent report, the 
European Mammal Assessment, 
published by the IUCN and the 
European Union, suggests that 
such optimism is not exactly 
warranted. In fact, across the 
whole range of mammal species 
in Europe, the picture looks rather 
gloomy.
Of the 260 European mammal 
species, 15 per cent are threatened 
and another 9 per cent close to 
being threatened — in particular 
carnivores, ungulates, bats and 
lagomorphs. This is similar to 
the situation for birds, the only 
other group for which such 
comprehensive data are available. 
The most critically endangered 
species are the Iberian lynx — the 
world’s most endangered 
cat — and the Bavarian pine vole — a species already believed 
extinct until a single population 
was rediscovered in 2004.
More than a quarter of species 
are reported to be declining in 
numbers, while only about one 
in 12 is on the increase; many of 
these — such as the European 
bison — due to conservation 
efforts. For a third of the European 
mammals the population trends 
are not known, so the overall 
situation might actually be worse. 
Clearly, much more information is 
needed, even for such a seemingly 
well- studied group of animals.
 Compared with other 
continents, Europe scores highly 
in the amount of threatened 
mammals — not surprising giving 
its dense population and intensive 
land use. On the other hand, due 
to its small size, Europe has a 
fairly low percentage of endemic 
mammals, only about 25 per cent, 
most of them small species. Even High profile: The very rare Iberian Lynx is subject to special conservation measures but many other European mammals are in little-
noticed decline. (Photo: Programa de Conservación Ex-Situ del Lince Ibérico.)
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Reintroduction has been one 
of the most favoured but 
controversial possibilities for 
mammal conservationists worried 
about the historical loss of 
species in regions around Europe. 
But the European beaver has been 
one most people have welcomed.
Overhunting reduced the 
European beaver population to 
an estimated 1,200 individuals, 
in eight isolated populations, by 
the end of the nineteenth century. 
Increased protection, natural 
spread, and more importantly 
reintroductions, led to a strong 
recovery in both range and 
population size during the 
last century, which continues. 
Beavers find it difficult to migrate 
between water catchment 
areas, particularly in populated 
or intensively farmed regions 
which are so prevalent across 
Europe. Through reintroduction 
programmes more than 600,000 
animals are now thought to be 
present on the continent.
Only in Iberia, the British Isles, 
Italy and the southern Balkans 
do wild populations not now 
exist. But reintroduction plans 
continue. In Britain, an enclosed 
population of beavers has been in 
existence since 2000 and showing 
every sign of thriving. One of the 
attractions of beavers is that they 
can be an environmental asset. 
Those at this English site have 
cleared vital drainage channels of 
vegetation, reducing the need for 
expensive human management of 
the marsh habitat. Other enclosed 
populations are now in existence 
or being planned and it is likely 
the species will be reintroduced in 
the UK in the near future.
Considerable expansion of 
reintroduced populations in 
western Europe, and particularly 
the lower Danube basin, are 
being reported. Following initial 
reintroduction, populations 
typically show a pattern of 
range extensions within a river 
catchment area, followed only 
later by rapid population growth. 
Control of numbers is eventually 
likely in fully established 
populations.
Early provision of interpretation 
and public viewing opportunities 
has been a feature of several 
recent reintroductions. This 
provides a benefit to the local 
economy through wildlife tourism, 
and helps foster positive attitudes 
to the newly re-established 
mammals.
Reintroduction has been a hot 
topic for worried European 
mammal conservationists and the 
beaver has been one success. 
Nigel Williams reports. 
A beaver’s tale
Comeback: From almost extinction at the end of the nineteenth century, the European 
beaver is now thriving in several countries. (Picture: Photolibrary.)though a number of mammals, 
especially large carnivores, 
have moved to more remote 
and favourable habitats further 
east, only two species have gone 
extinct in the past 500 years, the 
auerochs and the Sardinian pika.
According to the assessment, 
Italy and the Iberian peninsula 
are richest in the number of 
endemic mammals, while the 
overall diversity is high in a band 
of mountainous areas stretching 
from the Pyrenees through the 
Massif Central and the Alps to 
the Carpathians. However, the 
Balkans stand out as a hotspot of 
mammalian diversity.
This highlights the importance 
of the new EU member states 
Romania and Bulgaria, which, 
when joining in 2007, brought 
three new species of mammal 
to the union. Bulgaria harbours 
Europe’s highest number of 
threatened species, making it 
a critical spot for avoiding the 
detrimental impact that economic 
development had on animal 
diversity elsewhere in Europe. 
As this new study is the first 
comprehensive assessment of the 
status of mammals in Europe, it will 
be pivotal in designing conservation 
efforts. Europe likes to see itself as 
a world leader on environmental 
issues and the EU has set itself the 
ambitious goal of halting the loss of 
biodiversity by 2010. But as always, 
conservation efforts are biased 
towards charismatic species — the 
Iberian lynx, for instance, is 
targeted by seven conservation 
projects, while there is none for the 
Bavarian pine vole.
Habitat loss, which the study 
identifies as by far the dominant 
threat to European mammals, 
is notoriously difficult to tackle. 
Europe, which is so densely 
populated and developed in many 
regions, provides a test case for 
how economic development and 
mammalian conservation can be 
reconciled.
For Bruno, all of this comes 
too late. Having ravaged several 
sheep pastures, he became 
labelled a ‘problem bear’ and was 
eventually shot under somewhat 
dubious circumstances. Hopefully, 
the future has a better fate in 
store for his likes and his less 
conspicuous relatives.
